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Social Networking, Social Supports, and Autistic Related  







Students with broad autism phenotype (BAP) or with sub-clinical autistic traits may not 
be receiving the social support and  services they need to be successful and satisfied with 
life during and after college. The goal of this research is to investigate the relationships 
between autistic related impairments in social communication, social networking, social 
supports, and overall satisfaction among college students. A sample of college students 
(N=334; mean age = 19.8 years) from 19 colleges and universities in the US completed a 
one-hour online survey including the Student Social Network Assessment Questionnaire 
(SSNAQ) and the Social Reciprocity Scale-2 (SRS-2), a highly validated measure of 
autistic related impairments in social communication. Results indicate a significant 
negative relationship between functional social support and autistic traits among college 
students. Results also suggest that remote, digital means of social contact is not 
supportive enough to yield satisfaction with college life for students. Findings also 
suggest that understanding the social and communicative needs of students with sub-
clinical autistic traits may inform development and provision of appropriate and effective 
services for this population, thus enabling students to have successful lives during and 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
There exists growing concern over college outcomes for individuals with 
disabilities, particularly students with ASD. For instance, Wei et al.’s (2012) analysis of 
the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, in which data from approximately 11,000 
transition aged youths across the United States were assessed, 32% of individuals 
diagnosed with ASD attended post-secondary institutions between the years 2001-2009. 
A further analysis of this dataset reported that less than the 20% of students with ASDs 
enrolled in four-year degree programs went on to graduate (Shattuck et al., 2012; 
Trevisan & Birmingham, 2015). While a percentage low attendance, graduation, and 
success rates may be related to severity of intellectual, psychological, behavioral 
symptoms associated with ASD for some students, this research focuses on identifying 
deficits related to social domains of functioning, such as establishing functional social 
support networks, that may contribute to the variance in success among college students 
autistic traits (Renty & Roeyers, 2006; Wei, 2013). The main purpose of this research is 
to examine social networks and perception of social supports in college students with 
autistic traits, and how these social factors contribute to success in and satisfaction with 
college life.   
For example, Trevisan & Birmingham (2015) found higher ASD traits were 
significantly associated with reports of poor social functioning and satisfaction among 
college students. Further, lack of self-awareness and social awareness can lead to social 
isolation and feelings of loneliness (Locke, Ishijima, Kasari & London, 2010). While 
extant literature is rife with evidence to support that early interventions and treatments 
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provided to children and adolescents with ASD have shifted diagnosed individuals to 
higher diagnostic functioning levels, little research attends to how to create and provide 
meaningful services to a sub-clinical college population with autistic traits that are 
supportive of persistence and success in post-secondary pathways. Further, by 
investigating social outcomes in the general population, it may be possible to identify 
social communicative needs of students with sub-clinical autistic traits that are not 
eligible for disabilities services.  
 
CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND 
Autistic Traits and the Broad Autism Phenotype (BAP)  
 Autistic related social communication deficits are heritable, unrelated to IQ, and 
continuously distributed in the general population (Constantino & Todd, 2005).  The 
present study conceptualizes ASD related characteristics along a continuum or spectrum 
of severity across the general population. Traditional social communicative impairments 
that are hallmark to ASD can include lacking joint attention skills needed for initiating 
and maintaining conversation, or lacking an understanding of abstract language, such as 
using and understanding sarcasm and humor, and language pragmatics. For example, 
those with pragmatic language difficulties may not recognize non-verbal social cues, such 
as eye-rolling, or may use a highly tangential or unusual speaking style, such as a 
monotone or robotic voice (Trevisan & Birmingham, 2015).  
Individuals expressing such autistic related traits can be described as having a 
Broad Autism Phenotype (BAP). BAP is a phenomenon typically observable in non-
autistic family members of individuals with an Autism Spectrum Disorder, yet is not 
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restricted to this population. BAP is a widely used term that describes the genetic 
likelihood that non-autistic relatives of individuals with ASDs might express 
characteristics qualitatively similar to those with the formal diagnosis, yet in milder form 
(Jobe & White, 2007; Folstein & Rutter, 1977). Generally, BAP traits can include having 
restricted interest in relationships, unusual prosody,  a rigid personality,  difficulty with 
social communication and reciprocal social behavior, pragmatic language difficulties, and 
idiosyncratic behaviors. BAP college students may express poor social adjustment to 
college life, such as having difficulty adapting to interpersonal and social demands, and 
expressing dissatisfaction with social opportunities offered on campus and perceived 
satisfaction with social performance (Hurley, et al, 2007). Also, students with autistic 
traits may lack appropriate transitional needs associated with college life, such as 
dressing, grooming, maintaining hygiene, housekeeping, meal preparation, and attending 
to medical needs. College students with subclinical autistic traits may also have poor 
academic success, such as problems with motivation to attend or maintain interest in 
classes, self-perception of academic performance, organizational and time management, 
and planning or scheduling courses and appointments (Matson & Kozlowski, 2011; 
Trevisan & Birmingham, 2015).  
In larger scale studies or studies assessing a sample of the general population, in 
which performing individual interviews and lengthy clinical assessments would be 
exhaustive and impractical, screener tools measuring  autistic traits, including the BAPQ, 
the Autism Quotient (AQ), and the Social Responsiveness Scale (SRS), are typically 
used.  These measures establish non-clinical cut-off scores, or “best estimates” that 
indicate having a set of moderate to severe characteristics reflective of a phenotypic 
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expression of genetically likelihood of autism in a non-autistic individual. Autistic related 
deficits, such as difficulties in social communication, social language, and stereotyped or 
idiosyncratic behaviors, are typically assessed (Trevisan & Birmingham, 2015; Hurley et 
al., 2007).  
 
 Social Networks and functional social supports 
 A social network can be defined as the structure and function of a 
relationship between individuals, which results in the provision of resources (Cohen et 
al., 1985). The benefits of a healthy social network for college students are well-
documented. For example, social networks are associated with positive adaptation to 
transitioning to college life, and the perception of a large social network can act as a 
buffer against feelings of loneliness (Hays & Oaxley, 1986; Cohen et al., 2005). College 
students that receive sufficient resources through social networks, known as functional 
support, are more likely to attend coursework, graduate, and report greater overall social 
satisfaction (Patrick, N.d.). Conversely, poor social support is associated with weak 
academic performance, increased aggression, social anxiety, and depression (Hirsch & 
Barton, 2011). The perception that others will provide needed aid or resources is 
predictive of positive social outcomes, reports of higher quality of life, and can function 
as a protective factor against psychological symptomatology, such as low self-esteem, 
anxiety, and depression caused by stressful life events (Cohen, Clark & Sherrod, 1986; 
Patrick, N.d.). Also, particularly for analysis purposes, social networks must be 
conceptualized as having both quantitative (i.e. number of friendships, frequency of 
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interaction) and qualitative (i.e. perceptions of adequacy, type or level of friendship) 
components (Donald et al. 1978).   
Establishing and maintaining a social network in college may be difficult for 
students with autistic traits. For example, college students with strong autistic traits may 
indicate when asked that their “best-friends” are mental health professionals, a professor, 
or a person they met online that they have never had face-to-face contact with. A more 
typical college student’s response to being asked to indicate a “best-friend” would most 
likely be a peer, dorm-mate, or class-mate. Further, research suggests that students may 
suffer negative mental health outcomes and poor academic and social adjustment related 
to having autistic related traits.  For example, a study assessing autistic traits among 667 
college students found symptoms of ASD were significantly correlated with social 
anxiety, depression, and aggression (White, Ollendick & Bray, 2011). Autistic traits have 
also been associated with shorter duration and fewer friendships, and decreased 
motivation to maintain and seek out friendships among college students (Jobe, White & 
Williams, 2007). Moreover, research on adolescent students with autistic traits found that 
these students had significantly poorer friendship quality in terms of companionship and 
helpfulness than did same aged peers, and that loneliness experienced by adolescent 
males with autistic traits correlated negatively with perceived social support from 
classmates and a close friend (Lasgaard, Nielsen, Eriksen & Goosens, 2010; Locke, 
Ishijima, Kasari & London & 2010). Research also suggests that students with stronger 
autistic traits may suffer social isolation due to deficit social skill sets, and these 
individuals do not prefer aloneness or lack a desire for social attachments as once was 
previously thought (Jobe & White, 2007). 
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 Further, Trevisan and Birmingham (2015) found a strong correlation 
between college students who met cut-off scores for having the BAP scored significantly 
lower on scales measuring academic success and social adjustment, which describes 
students’ ability to adapt to interpersonal and social demands of university and 
satisfaction with social life at college.  Specifically, higher scores on pragmatic language 
difficulties subscale of the (BAPQ), accounted for most of the variance in social 
adjustment of the college student sample.   
 
Social Networking in College 
Forming friendship-based social networks can be extremely difficult for someone 
with poor social communication skills, social anxiety, and lower motivation to form 
friendships (Bauminger & Kasari, 2000). Social networking sites, such as Facebook and 
Twitter, are rapidly becoming very popular forms social networking, especially among 
college students where individuals are typically separated from their pre-established 
family and friend networks. Further, social media sites are typically used to stay in 
contact with people users have already met, not to establish new contacts. For example, a 
study examining the Facebook use of 172 adults with various disabilities, including 
autism, found that the majority of respondents used the site to either maintain previously 
existing relationships or finding old friends, and did not use the site to make new 
connections (Shpigelman & Gill, 2014). 
While people with autistic traits prefer digital communication over face-to-face 
interactions, findings on the benefits and outcomes of remote means of social networking 
are mixed (Cheung & Lee, 2010; Burke, Kraut & Williams, 2010).  For example, 
 
 
     
7 
communicating via emails, texts, and participation in internet-based online communities 
provide those with social impairments certain advantages, such as additional processing 
time for responses and a controlled environment devoid of distracting stimuli, and 
alleviates anxieties about paralinguistic cues and managing eye-contact (Burke, Kraut & 
Williams, 2010). Further, communicating digitally particularly appeals to people with 
social anxieties and deficient skill sets, as it provides the opportunity to maintain 
relationships without physical proximity and have control over response time during 
interactions (Fernandez, Levinson, Rodebaugh, 2012; Shpigelman & Gill, 2014).  
Consequently, research findings indicate that while using digital communication helps 
with initial contact, people with autistic traits report problems maintaining that contact 
over time, with perspective taking, establishing trust, knowing how much to disclose, and 
navigating technology based communication norms.  Moreover, while using sites like 
Facebook may be a preferential form of social contact and for students with autistic traits 
and serve as a means of maintaining pre-existing relationships, it is unclear whether using 
social media sites will aid students in establishing new friendships and social networks, 
as college presents students with a whole new venue for making friendships and 
friendship-based support networks. While students with deficient social skill sets can use 
social networking sites to foster sense of belonging and connectedness to a pool of peers, 
it is unknown whether remote social contact via digital communication constitutes 
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Challenges faced by transition-aged students 
  Transition from high school to college represents a time of high stress for most 
incoming students. This transition period is particularly challenging for individuals with 
ASDs or deficient skill sets. For example, some individuals entering college maybe have 
had an autism diagnosis during some point or for the most part of their early or secondary 
education experiences, and lost the diagnosis by the time they entered college. Despite 
phasing out of an autism diagnosis, these students may have come to rely on very 
accessible provisions and services that are legally granted to underage students with 
disabilities.  For instance, under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004), high school students are granted a free and appropriate 
education, in which services and accommodations are freely provided, and all physical, 
emotional, and academic needs are assessed and identified for them at no cost. Once at 
college, students are no longer supported by the legal promise of a free and appropriate 
education, and must act as their own advocates. 
   Identifying, evaluating, and communicating academic, emotional, physical, and 
social needs may be extremely difficult for college students with autistic traits, as they 
may not be prepared to independently advocate for themselves. For example, transition-
aged students may have difficulty effectively and comfortably communicating needs with 
peers and college faculty without third party supervision, such as parents or a mental 
health provider (Zager & Alpern, 2010; Trevisan & Birmingham, 2015).   
  Further, college life is typically characterized by a “go with the flow” perspective, 
due to constantly fluctuating course schedules, campus events, and meal times (Glennon, 
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2001).  Transitioning into this environment may present considerable struggles for 
students with BAP who are likely to prefer ritualized, controlled environments.  
 
Life Satisfaction 
 Reports of life satisfaction among adults and adolescents have been correlated 
with measures of mental health, externalizing behaviors, and life outcomes, such as 
successful occupational, interpersonal, and physical health outcomes (Suldo & Huebner, 
2004). Life satisfaction can be conceptualized as a measure of subjective well-being, or 
an individual’s cognitive evaluation of the positively of their lives as a whole, and is 
distinguishable from temporary affective states, other psychological well-being 
constructs, such as self-esteem, and measures of psychological conditions (Shin and 
Johnson, 1978). Also, life satisfaction has been suggested to serve in a protective capacity 
by acting as a buffer during times of high stress or adverse life events. For example, a 
study assessing life satisfaction among 812 adolescents in middle school and high school 
found that those with positive life satisfaction reports were less likely to develop later 
externalizing behaviors in the face of stressful life events than those with lower life 
satisfaction ratings (Suldo and Huebner, 2004) 
 
CHAPTER 3: STATEMENT OF PROBLEM AND CURRENT PROJECT 
Over the past few decades, not only has there been a remarkable increase in 
autism diagnoses given, but also widespread recognition of people who previously had 
autistic traits and lost them over time. Regarding extant research, it remains unclear 
whom in the general population qualifies for an autism diagnosis or not. Most 
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epidemiologists use datasets from individuals diagnosed when they were very young, and 
it unknown whether these people still have autism or would meet the current criteria for a 
diagnosis. Although core communication deficits of autism may change or improve as the 
individual matures with age, they often do not totally disappear and may manifest in 
ways that can still present challenges throughout adulthood. Also, there is an increase of 
individuals with high functioning autism entering college without being previously 
identified (White, Ollendick & Bray, 2011). It is possible that college students with 
autistic traits, with or without a diagnosis, may not be getting the socially mediated 
tangible support (SMTS) they need to face the challenges of college life. Despite 
increased accessibility of college services for students with social communication 
impairments, it is unclear whether such provisions address actual or the most prevalent 
difficulties these students face, such as with scheduling, time management, academic 
coursework, choice making, and social interaction (Zager & Alpern, 2010).  
With paucity of research in addition to mixed findings, the relationships between 
social networks, supports, and life satisfaction in college students with autistic related 
impairments remain unclear. By investigating the relationships between communicating 
remotely through technologically based means versus direct contact, SMTS, and 
satisfaction among college students, we hope to contribute to an understanding of how to 
better serve college students with social and communicative impairments, and find ways 
to ensure they are receiving the functional social supports they need to be successful 
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CHAPTER 4: AIMS AND HYPOTHESIS 
 The primary aim of this study is to examine the relationship between social 
networks and autistic traits among college students. Two means of social networking 
used by college students, remote contact and direct contact, are being assessed by each 
college student using a validated subscale Student Social Networking Questionnaire 
SSNAQ. Remote contact social contact questions assess how often each subject 
communicates by social networking sites, through texts and Snapchat, and video-chat 
methods with three close friends. Direct contact questions are assessing how often each 
subject makes plans to contact three close friends, face-to-face.  Here, autistic 
impairments in social and communicative functioning are measured by the Social 
Responsiveness Scale (SRS-2), self report.  
We also aim to understand the relationship between socially mediated tangible 
supports (SMTS) and autistic traits among college students.  SMTS are measured by 
items from both the SSNAQ social comfort subscale and the tangible subscale from the 
ISEL. These subscales aim to assess how often the subject reciprocates tangible social 
support, and feels comfortable asking people for favors, advice about personal problems, 
money, etc. 
Finally, we seek to understand the relationships between social networks and 
reports of overall satisfaction with life in college. Specifically, we are investigating the 
relationship between remote contact and satisfaction with college life among students. 
Satisfaction is measured by the social satisfaction subscale of the SSNAQ, which 
includes 5 items related to participant’s level of satisfaction with themselves and with 
their college experience socially and academically.  
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HYPOTHESIS 1: We predict that individuals engaging in higher levels of remote contact 
will express higher autistic traits. Conversely, we predict that individuals engaging in 
lower direct contact will also express higher autistic traits. Here, our measure of autistic 
traits is the outcome variable, which will be regressed on remote social contact for the 
first analysis and direct social contact for the second analysis. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 2: We predict that individuals engaging in more socially mediated 
tangible supports will express having lower autistic traits, measured by SRS-2 scores. 
Here, SRS-2 scores, measuring autistic traits, is the outcome variable, which will be 
regressed on SMTS, the predictor variable. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 3: We predict a positive relationship between socially mediated tangible 
supports and social satisfaction. Conversely, we predict a negative relationship between 
remote, technology-based means of social contact and social satisfaction. Ultimately, 
here we are predicting that the perception of having adequate socially mediated tangible 
supports will lead to reports of satisfaction with college life, and merely social 
networking remotely will not. Here, rating of social satisfaction is our outcome variable, 
which will be regressed on our score of socially mediated tangible supports, our predictor 
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CHAPTER 5: METHODS 
Participants 
 The final sample included 334, primarily English speaking undergraduate 
students from 19 colleges and universities in the United States. The sample was 50.45% 
female (n=168) and the mean age was 19.84 years (SD=2.09, range= 18-34 years). 
Actually name all of the schools and counts. The majority of students (n=272) accounting 
for 81.7% of the study sample were from Drexel University.  44 participants (13% of 
study sample) attended Arizona State University, which recently launched an autism 
program.  The remaining 18 study participants were from different colleges and 
universities from across the United States, including Virginia Tech, Illinois Central 
College, and Bingham Young University. 
Demographic information of our study sample included 11 participants (5.7% of 
study sample) indicated having an autism diagnosis, which is above the current 
prevalence rates. Further, 29 participants, accounting for 8.6% of the study sample, 
indicated they have been suspected by others of having an autism diagnosis. Only 6 
participants indicated that they received ASD related supports through their college or 
university. After calculating individual total scores on the SRS-2 for each participant it 
was determined that 156 students, accounting for 46% of the study sample, did meet the 
cut-off score for any of the ASD symptom severity categories. Of these students, 96 
participants (50 Male, 46 Female) scored within the mild range, 49 participants (28 Male, 
21 Female) scored within the moderate range, and 11 participants (5 Male, 6 Female) 
scored within the severe range. It is important to keep in mind that the SRS-2 is a mild-
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range clinically significant second level screener, and is not used to diagnose ASD (see 
Table 1). 
Procedures 
 All participants were issued a 1- hour computerized behavioral battery through 
Qualtrics survey system, consisting of four self-report questionnaires, and various 
demographic questions. The study was advertised at Drexel University through flyers 
posted in the psychology and other departments and through SONA systems. Participants 
were also recruited by written emails to colleges and universities with autism 
programming, in which our study was described in a link for participants to view and 
decide if they met inclusion criteria and wanted to participate. Incentives for participation 
were offered for survey completion included extra credit for participating classes in 
Drexel’s SONA system, or a $10 Amazon gift card. To receive compensation, 
participants were instructed to provide an email address which was accessed by an honest 
broker not affiliated with the study, and the broker would then contact the participant 
upon survey completion to receive the gift card through mail. The participant was also 
informed that the provided email address was never paired with responses to the survey 
questions. Data were excluded from participants who did not complete any portion of the 
surveys, completed the SSNAQ in less than one minute, and completed surveys using an 
IP address that had been used to complete a previous survey, or could not verify student 
status with a college email address. Also, data from 4 participants were extracted from 
the sample due to observed response bias as indicated by the same response for over 10 









The Social Responsiveness Scale Second Edition (SRS-2), formerly the Social 
Responsiveness Scale, is a widely used rating scale that assesses autistic related 
symptoms as quantitative traits across the entire spectrum of severity, including those 
with broader autism phenotype (Constantino, et al., 2003). The SRS-2 was used to 
characterize our study sample in terms of autistic symptoms. The SRS consists of 65 item 
rating scale designed to assess the severity of symptoms of autism as they occur in the 
natural social setting and generates a single score which serves as an index of severity of 
social deficits (Constantino, et al 2003). Subscales of the SRS-2 include social awareness 
(e.g. “I am much more uncomfortable in social situations than when I am by myself”), 
social cognition (e.g. “I recognize when something is unfair), social communication (e.g. 
“I am awkward in turn taking interactions with others, for example, I have a hard time 
keeping up with the give-and-take of a conversation”), social motivation (e.g. “I do not 
join in group activities or social events unless prompted or strongly urged to do so”), and 
autistic mannerisms (e.g. I have repetitive behaviors that others consider odd”). It is 
important to note that this measure is designed to distinguish between individuals with 
and without autistic traits and it not a diagnostic tool. It has been found to have adequate 
convergence with well-established clinician administered measures of ASD, such as the 
Autism Diagnostic Interview-Revised (ADI-R), and superior internal consistency when 
compared to similar measures (Constantino & Todd, 2005). For the purposes of our study 
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we will be used the adult, self-report version form. An SRS-2 total score was obtained for 
each participant.  
 
Social Supports, Networking, and Satisfaction 
The Interpersonal Support Evaluation List, College Version (ISEL-C) is used in 
the present study as an assessment of social support in the study sample. The ISEL-C 
measures the perceived availability of four distinct dimensions of functional social 
support: tangible, belonging, self-esteem, and appraisal (Cohen & Hoberman, 1983; 
Brookings & Bolton, 1988). Each section consists of 12 items, 6 phrased positively and 6 
negatively.  For the purposes of our study, we will be using data ascertained from 
completed tangible subscale (e.g. “If needed by family would provide me with an 
allowance and spending money, If I wanted a date for a party next weekend, I know 
someone at school or in town who would fix me up, I don’t know anyone at school or in 
town who would help me study for an exam by spending several hours reading me 
questions.”) 
 While the ISEL-C is considered a highly validated measure, it is important to 
recognize that it can overestimate social support among students with disabilities, as they 
may receive formal accommodations and services, and does not evaluate social support 
specifically related to friendships (Patrick, N.d.). Further, the scale is dated, in that it 
doesn’t asses computer mediated communication among students, such as social 
networking sites. For these reasons, study authors decided to use an additional measure, 
the Student Social Network Assessment Questionnaire (SSNAQ) to assess social supports 
and other study variables. 
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The SSNAQ was initially created by Dr. Felicia Hurewitz and Elliot Berkowitz 
Sturgis as a screener tool used to assess social networks and support levels of 
undergraduate college students who were interested in receiving social skill supports 
offered by Drexel’s Autism Support Program. For the purposes of this study, the SSNAQ 
is used as an assessment of quality (i.e. perceptions of adequacy, type or level of 
friendships) and quantity (i.e. amount of friendships and frequency of interaction) of 
social networks in a variety of contexts, including current methods of social 
communications, such as via texting, social media, and video chatting. The SSNAQ is 
based on previous social support questionnaire models that suggest the importance of 
measuring both structural and functional social support, while maintaining brevity 
(Sherbourne & Stewart, 1991). 
The SSNAQ is designed to accurately measure social networking, satisfaction, 
and support through friendships among college students with and without disabilities, 
without overestimating the support for individuals who receive accommodations. The 
measure consists of 13 items that specifically aims to assess contact and support from 
three close friends, and asks the individual to indicate the type and frequency of contact 
made with listed friends (Hurewitz & Berkowitz Sturgis, unpub. manuscript.). A recent 
principal components analysis and validation study of the SSNAQ suggested the 
existence of three subscales, which related to both self and informant report of previously 
validated measures of social functioning, such as the ISEL-C (Patrick, unpub. 
manuscript.) The suggested subscales are as follows: “social comfort”, including items 
related to the participants’ level of comfort with identified three closest friends, “remote 
contact”, including items relations to the amount of contact participants engaged in with 
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friends using remote or digital means, rather than face-to-face methods, such as social 
networking sites, texting, email, and telephone, and “social satisfaction”, including items 
related to participants’ level of satisfaction with themselves and with their college 
experience. 
 The SSNAQ is unique from previous social support questionnaires in that it aims 
to assess naturalistic social support, such as tangible or functional support received from 
friends, and the type, frequency, and depth of social contact. Also, by asking participants 
with social communication deficits questions about three close friends, the SSNAQ 
enables us to access contact with individuals other than disability support service staff, 
parents, etc. For the purposes of this study, we will be using data collected from all three 
validated subscales of the SSNAQ. 
In order to thoroughly assess socially mediated tangible supports (SMTS), z- 
scores for two subscales, ISEL tangible subscale and SSNAQ social comfort subscale, 
were added together to normalize the data. This combined z-score was used in all 
analysis examining socially mediated tangible supports. This was primarily done to create 
a richer measure of functional, social supports, as the ISEL tangible scale alone included 
dated items that may not be relatable to current college students.  
 
CHAPTER 6: STATEMENT OF STUDY SIGNIFICANCE 
The present study examines how college students with and without impairments 
in social communication socially network, both through remote technology based 
communication and direct communication, and, if they receive adequate socially 
mediated tangible supports. Through data collected from surveys of approximately 334 
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college students, we evaluated autistic impairments in social and communicative 
functioning, information regarding modes technology-based social networking, such as 
communicating through social media sites, video chat, and Google chat, versus direct 
contact, and the extent to which individuals receive functional resources, such as money 
from a relative or help getting class assignments from a friend. We also evaluate 
information reported pertaining to a sense of belonging, and overall satisfaction with 
college life socially and academically. Three research questions drive this work: (1) Is 
there a relationship between autistic related impairments in social and communication 
functioning and how students socially network in college? (2) Are students with autistic 
traits receiving socially mediated, tangible social supports? (3) Is there a relationship 
between socially mediated tangible supports and reports of satisfaction with college life 
among students? 
 
CHAPTER 7: RESULTS  
To examine our study’s first hypothesis set, multiple linear regression was 
calculated to predict SRS based on direct contact and gender. First direct contact scale 
was transformed to a log scale with the formula (f(x) =nl(x+1) in order to improve 
normality. Gender was included as a covariant in this multiple regression because SRS 
scores are moderated by gender (Frazier, Ratiff, Gruber, Zhang, Law, Constantino, 2014). 
While the child 2nd edition of the child SRS adjusted the scoring for gender, the adult 
version did not.  Results of the regression between direct contact scores ,autistic traits and 
gender indicated a significant model (F(3,329)=3.03, p<0.03), with R2 of .03.  
Participants SRS-2 scores reduced by -1.73 when log transformed Direct Contact went up 
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by 1 . Participants’ SRS-2 scores were -7.32 when the participant was female, but this 
correlation was not significant (p>1)..  Direct contact (t=-2.59 p<.01) was a significant 
predictor of SRS-2.  The negative correlation between direct contact and autistic traits is 
in alignment with our initial hypothesis that students with lower levels of direct, face-to-
face social contact would express higher autistic traits.   
Results of multiple linear regression used to predict SRS based on remote contact 
scores and gender was not significant  (F(3,329)=0.80, p=0.49)  This finding is contrary 
to our initial hypothesis that those with engaging in more remote, technology-based 
means of contact would express higher autistic traits. 
 Regression analysis was also used for the second hypothesis to predict autistic 
traits based on students’ ratings of the SMTS (M=0, SD=1, range -5.07- 2.25).  Once 
again gender was included in the model, and the SMTS scale was log transformed 
f(x)=nl(x+1). The full model was found to be significant ( F(2,330)=3.81, p<0.05) with a 
R2 of 0.02. Participants’ SRS-2 scores reduced by -0.66 when socially mediated tangible 
supports went up by 1 on the log scale. Participants’ SRS-2 scores were -0.92 when 
participant was female. SMTS scores (t=-2.30, p<0.05) and not gender (t=-1.03, p=0.30) 
is a significant predictor of SRS-2 scores. These results suggest that students expressing 
less autistic traits will report engaging in higher levels of socially mediated functional 
social supports.   
The analysis of the study’s third hypothesis, predicting higher social satisfaction 
(M=13.88, SD=4.34) based on higher ratings of socially mediated tangible supports and 
suspected ASD, found significant correlation between SMTS and ratings of social 
satisfaction F(2,331)=13.52,p<0.0001) with a R2 of 0.08.   Participants’ social satisfaction 
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rating increased by 0.68 as rating of SMTS went up by 1. SMTS (t=4.59, p<0.0001), but 
not ASD is a significant predictor of social satisfaction among college students.  
Furthermore, in this model, suspected ASD significantly, negatively correlates with 
social satisfaction (r=0.14, p=0.02), as expected.  
Remote contact scores subjected to a log transformation f(x)=ln(x+1) and 
suspected ASD were submitted to a model to see if it correlated with social satisfaction.  
The full model was found to be significant F(2,331)=4.59, p<0.01) with R2 of 0.03. 
Participants’ social satisfaction score reduced by -1.95 when participants’ indicated 
suspected ASD. Participants’ social satisfaction scores were reduced by 0.51 when 
remote contact went up by 1 on the log scale. Remote contact scores showed a non-
significant trend (t=1.88, p= 0.06) while suspected ASD (t=-2.319, p<0.02) was a 
significant predictor of social satisfaction. This finding suggests that remote, technology-
based means of social contact may not be supportive enough to yield satisfaction with 
college life for students (see Table 2 for summary of descriptive statistics). 
To ensure possible outliers were identified, for each analysis studentized residuals 
were calculated. We then reran each analysis with studentized  residuals > 3 removed. In 
all cases the regressions came out with the same statistical patterns, suggesting that the 
models were not unduly influenced by high-leverage outliers.   
 
CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION 
Contrary to our original prediction in our first hypothesis, study findings suggest 
that people with higher autism traits are not engaging in more remote, digital contact. 
Perhaps this is because our remote contact measure wasn’t nuanced enough, as it 
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included texting. Some elements of the remote contact scale used, such as texting, might 
be considered more social or direct than other elements, such as using posting on a 
friend’s Facebook wall.  Also, texting is often a prelude to direct social contact. A future 
study may benefit from assessing a similar data set without texting included in the remote 
contact scale. Or, if texting was to still be included in an analysis, it would have to be 
more specific (i.e. texting time while gaming, texting time that is not related to face-to-
face plans, etc.)  
Further, the authors of this study are aware of individuals that frequently use 
Reddit and other online forums, in which they read articles and comments by other users, 
and sometimes contribute a comment in reply, in lieu of direct social interaction. Perhaps 
considering time on spent on online forums and level of participation on online forums 
may be a useful addition to a remote, digital contact scale.  
 Moreover, results indicated that direct, face-to-face social contact has a negative 
significant relationship with autistic traits when considering gender and the interaction 
term. This finding suggests that students with higher autistic traits engage in less face-to-
face social interactions. Perhaps this is because students with higher autistic traits are 
lacking proficient social skill sets, such as conversation or language skills, needed to 
obtain and maintain social connections or relationships. Likewise, study results supported 
our second hypothesis, that students with higher autistic traits would express having less 
functional, social support networks. It’s reasonable to suggest that this is because students 
with more autistic traits or more deficits in social communicative functioning may lack 
the ability to advocate for themselves, or self-identify needs of college life and effectively 
communicate those needs, to others.     
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Finally, results also support our third hypothesis, suggesting that students with 
higher reports of socially mediated tangible supports will also have higher ratings of 
social satisfaction with life in college. Conversely, results suggests that remote, digital 
means of social contact is not supportive enough to yield satisfaction with college life for 
students.  Our study confirms that functional social supports are a strongly associated 
with life satisfaction for college students that have strong autistic traits. Our study also 
suggest that BAP students need more from a social network than merely participating in 
remote, digitally mediated communication to be satisfied with their lives in and 
experience with college.  
The present study provides enough evidence to suggest that there is a need for 
social communicative services for college students with sub-clinical autistic traits. When 
students become socially isolated or lack social skills, they miss out on a great deal of 
information and opportunities volunteered by peers. In consequence, they never learn to 
rely on peers to navigate difficult experiences. Such experiences can include participating 
in study groups for difficult courses, or knowing the best courses and professors to take, 
etc. An understanding of the social and communicative needs of students with autistic 
traits may inform development and provision of appropriate and effective services and 
accommodations. 
For example, BAP students or students with deficit social communicative skills 
sets would greatly benefit from interactive social skill trainings or interventions methods 
that focus on strategies that will strengthen students’ abilities to make direct contact with 
peers and professors. Services could feature enhancing advocacy techniques, such as 
role-playing scenarios in which a student would have to self-advocate with perhaps a 
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dorm-mate to resolve a conflict or with a professor to request a reasonable 
accommodation, which would greatly aid the student in establishing a more support 
social network.  Another social skill service a post-secondary could provide is facilitating 
liaisons relationships, or peer mentor relationships, between the student seeking services 
and a typical, peer volunteer. Previous research suggests that establishing liaison 
relationships can help students navigate college life and unwritten social rules (Aderon & 
Durocher, 2007). The peer mentor relationship will not only model a direct social 
relationship, where functional supports are provided to a student by a peer, but will also 
allow the student seeking services to access nuanced information about college life and 
gain more opportunities and confidence to participate in face-to-face social interactions.  
The need to have adequate social network and functional social support for college 
students cannot be understates. 
 
CHAPTER 9: LIMITATIONS  
Several methodological limitations exist and must be considered when 
generalizing results found by this study. First, the majority of data assessed in this study 
was obtained from undergraduate students from Drexel University (81.7%). This could 
be considered a convenience sample, and it remains unclear if these results will 
generalize to other university populations. Secondly, as all of our measures were self-
reported we were not able to directly observe autistic traits among the college students 
participating in this study. Using the informant report version of the SRS, in which a third 
party that has known the participant for at least 3 months would respond to the 65-item 
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questionnaire, in future research would provide a more objective assessment of autistic 
traits.   
Another limitation presented by this study lies in the inherent difficulty of 
creating or using existing measures that assess use of  current means technology based 
communication, as technology is ever evolving. Technological means of communication 
via  social networking and media sites, such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, are 
continuously evolving and redefining the ways in which individuals can remotely 
communicate or interact. Also, once developed and popularized, they tend to be short- 
lived in terms of usage. Thus, selecting an already existing measure, or trying to create a 
new measure to encompass “current” means of remote, technology-based communication 
presents researchers with the dilemma of essentially capturing a moving target. While the 
SSNAQ used in the present study assessed individual college student’s usage of a 
selection of specific social networking or media sites that were popular at the time the 
measure was created, perhaps it overestimated for current or preferred social media based 
communication at the time data was collected.  
   
  CHAPTER 10: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS  
 College is not just the summation of academic courses taken. It is arguable 
that the acculturation of what happens during a student’s college experience is what 
transitions the individual into the fully functional, employable, successful adult. The 
present study found that college students with more autistic traits are having less face-to-
face interaction and subsequently less access to functional social support and are less 
satisfied with life at college. Findings from the study also suggest that the more 
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functional or tangible social supports students have, the more satisfied with life in college 
they are.  Lacking the social communication and self-advocacy skills to engage in 
meaningful social interactions with peers not only minimizes one’s college experience, 
but may also serve to set individuals with autistic related deficits up for failure and 
dissatisfaction in various domains of adult life, including interpersonal relationships and 
employability.   
While sub-clinical autistic traits occur in family members of individuals with 
diagnoses, this phenomenon is certainly not limited to this category, and can occur 
continuously in the general population. Therefore, it may be beneficial for any college 
students to take a screening measure used to identify BAP related deficits. Some research 
found that students having majors related to natural science, mathematics, and 
engineering tend to score higher on BAP screening tools, such as the Autism Quotient, 
than do students majoring in social sciences and humanities majors (Baron-Cohen et al., 
2001; Trevisan and Birmingham, 2015). Perhaps a starting point for using BAP screener 
tools on a larger scale could be for post-secondary institutions with programs specialized 
in mathematic, engineering, or natural science curriculums to provide incoming students 
with a brief, non-clinical screener that could assess possible social communication 
deficits.  
Our results suggest that if students with higher autistic related traits are not 
receiving and establishing these supports and social networks by college age, they are not 
likely to do so after college. If poor social functioning is precluding students from having 
successful both social and academic college experiences and contributing to attrition rates 
among this population, it’s reasonable to suspect that these same social communicative 
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deficits will carry over throughout adulthood and continue to have detrimental effects in 
many domains of adult life functioning. For example, adults with poor social 
communicative skills may have difficulties finding and maintaining employment, 
navigating the social demands of the job search and interview process, and understanding 
and appropriately engaging in supervisor and coworker relations (Lee & Carter, 2012). 
For students with and ASD or sub-clinical autistic related deficits, opportunities 
and resources for therapeutic treatment and community based support programs dwindle 
with age. For individuals that currently have or had an ASD diagnosis in the past, or have 
autistic related characteristics that impede social functioning, college often represents the 
final frontier for seeking and obtaining social and communication skill supports. If needs 
are not identified and addressed during this crucial time of adult, social development, 
they will likely never be addressed post-college.  
 Future research should address creating and facilitating effective social skill 
development trainings that not only focus on social skill fundamentals and social network 
building skills for life in college, but should also focus on building work related social 
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Age (Years) Mean 19.8 SD 2.09 Range 18-34 
Gender Male 165 Female 168 - 
ASD Support 6 - - 
No ASD Support 228 - - 
ASD Diagnosis 11 - - 








SRS-2 Cut-Off Categories Male  Female Combined Scores 
Non ASD 82 95 177 
Mild 50 46 96 
Moderate 28 21 49 

































Descriptive Statistics     Mean                        SD                               Range  
Remote Contact  95.16 55.70 [0,270] 
Direct Contact 34.00 23.18 [0.90] 
SMTS 0 1.57 [-5.07,2.25] 
Social Satisfaction 13.88 4.34 [0, 20] 




Note: SMTS= Socially Mediated Tangible Supports combined score 
 
Table 4 




 SSNAQ RC SMTS SSNAQ Sat SRS Total 
SSNAQ Direct Contact 0.063 0.074 0.029 -0.082 
SSNAQ Remote Contact  0.33 0.11 -0.001 
SMTS   0.26 -0.14 
SSNAQ Social 
Satisfaction 




Note. SSNAQ: Student Social Networking Questionnaire, SRS: Social Reciprocity 
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